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Lesson 3: Focus Group 
Discussions 
Preparing for focus group discussions 
Facilitating focus group discussions 
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Lesson Objectives 
Lesson 3 
By the end of this lesson, you should be able to: 
• Schedule and make preparations for a focus group 
discussion 
• Lead farmers in a discussion of livestock feed related issues 
based on the Focus Group Discussion Guide 
• Use open-ended questions and follow-up / probing 
questions to gather information 
• Make sure that ground rules are observed and all 
participants get a chance to contribute 
• Keep the discussion on topic and resolve disputes 
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Key Terminology 
Lesson 3 
• Focus Group Discussion – An informal but structured 
discussion among a diverse group of people for the purpose 
of gathering information / feedback about a particular topic 
• Facilitator – In a discussion, someone who helps a group 
of people find their common objectives, resolve disputes  
and plan/work towards their shared goals 
• Open-Ended Question – A question with no specific 
answer, asked to encourage someone to give a lengthy 
response based on their own knowledge, experience  
and feelings 
• Probing Question – A question about a person’s response 
to a previous question, asked in order to clarify their answer 
or solicit more specific information 
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Recap of Lessons 1 & 2 
Lesson 3 
Now that we have: 
• Visited the area to conduct an initial scoping exercise 
• Obtained clearance from authorities 
• Designated a meeting point 
• Recruited a FEAST Technical Team 
• Invited a representative selection of farmers to participate in 
the focus group(s) 
…it is time to proceed with the Focus Group Discussions! 
Preparation 
Focus 
Groups 
Data 
Analysis 
Prepare 
FCD 
Report 
Implement  
Feed 
Interventions 
Farmer 
Interviews 
6 Copyright 2014 ILRI/CGIAR Creative Commons BY-SA 2.5 
Focus Groups 
Lesson 3 
• Focus group: A diverse group of people brought together 
to share their feedback/opinions on a topic.   
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Advantages of Groups 
Lesson 3 
Having farmers identify problems and propose solutions in a 
group setting offers many advantages: 
• Better ideas produced through discussion 
• Groups tend to balance out more extreme opinions held by 
some individuals, arrive at more reasonable decisions 
• Greater support / buy-in among participants for any 
decisions arrived at 
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Groups of 12–16 people are 
recommended 
• Problems of larger groups: 
– Take too long to arrive at 
consensus  
– Not much opportunity for 
individual participation  
– Sub-groups / side 
conversations emerge during 
session 
Focus Groups: Size of Groups 
Lesson 3 
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• Problems of smaller groups: 
– Possibility that one or two 
individuals will dominate 
– Not enough perspectives to 
reflect larger community 
• Advantages of medium 
sized groups (12-16 people) 
– Small enough to stay focused 
and allow all individuals to 
participate 
– Large enough to reflect 
community / avoid domination 
by individuals 
 
Focus Groups: Size of Groups (cont.) 
Lesson 3 
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Dealing with Dominant Participants 
Lesson 3 
In some cultures, participants might feel uncomfortable 
speaking freely in front of those with higher social status 
– Afraid to contradict wealthy / politically powerful community member 
– Women might defer to men 
If this poses a problem:  
– Invite dominant individual to share their “special” insight in a 
separate one-on-one interview (to get them out of the room) 
– Have women and men engage in separate “breakout” discussions 
of each question then reconvene to share results 
 
Ideally, this will not be necessary, and everyone can 
discuss livestock feed issues together, in a single group. 
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Discussion Question #1 
Lesson 3 
Discuss the following question with one or more of your fellow 
participants.  Be ready to share your thoughts with the class: 
• Have you had many experiences leading or participating in 
large group discussions?  How did they go? 
• Have you ever been part of a small group discussion where 
one or two people dominated the conversation?  How did 
that make you feel?  How did it make everyone else feel? 
• What are some ways to make sure everyone in a group 
gets a chance to be heard? 
 
12 Copyright 2014 ILRI/CGIAR Creative Commons BY-SA 2.5 
Scheduling the Focus Group Discussion 
Lesson 3 
When scheduling the discussion: 
• Choose day / time convenient for most farmers 
– Farmers may have chores / work to do early in the day 
– What is considered too early or too late varies by region 
• Re-confirm availability of site  
– Arrange for food & water, audiovisual equipment, seating, etc. 
• Allow extra time at the beginning 
– To observe local social customs 
– In case people arrive late 
• Inform participants that session will last 3 hours, and some 
individuals will be asked to stay later for interviews 
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Advance Preparation 
Lesson 3 
As FEAST Facilitator, prepare for the focus group by: 
• Reviewing notes from  
initial scoping exercise 
• Familiarizing yourself  
with local social customs 
• Studying questions on 
FEAST Focus Group  
Discussion Guide and  
Individual Farmer Interview 
Questionnaire 
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Advance Preparation: Team Roles 
Lesson 3 
Assign roles to members of the FEAST Technical Team: 
• Lead facilitator  
• Note taker (one or more) 
• Time keeper 
• Audio/visual equipment 
operator 
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Advance Preparation: Day of the Meeting 
Lesson 3 
On the day of the meeting: 
• Arrive early as possible (before start time) to prepare 
• Before the meeting starts observe the local social protocols 
– Showing courtesy and respect to all is essential to winning support 
for the Farmer-Centred Diagnosis 
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What is the ideal size of a focus 
group? 
A. As large as possible, ideally 
20 or more, to get the most 
opinions 
B. As small as possible, 
ideally 5 or fewer, to get 
detailed answers from 
every participant 
C. Between 12 and 16 people, 
to keep the group inclusive, 
but manageable 
D. 5 participants per lead 
facilitator 
A. B. C. D.
0% 0%0%0%
Review Question #1 
Lesson 3 
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Role of facilitator: 
• Help groups of people 
understand common 
objectives, reach 
consensus 
• Ask questions 
• Help resolve conflict 
• Assist groups with planning 
and working towards goals 
 
Facilitating 
Lesson 3 
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Discussion Question #2 
Lesson 3 
Discuss the following with the class: 
• How is being a facilitator different from being a leader, a 
boss or a teacher? 
• What are some things a facilitator should do? 
• What are some things a facilitator should not do? 
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Possible Answers: 
• Should: 
– Help groups discover answers 
for themselves 
– Make sure everyone is heard 
– Help group reach consensus 
– Moderate conflict 
• Should not:  
– Dictate / lecture / tell group 
what to think or do 
– Play favorites. 
Discussion Question #2 (cont.) 
Lesson 3 
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At beginning of meeting, the 
lead facilitator should: 
1. Conduct introductions 
2. Explain objectives of focus 
group discussions 
• Explain that goal is to gather 
information and proposals – 
findings/solutions will be 
presented at a future meeting 
3. Set agenda / timetable for 
the meeting 
4. Review ground rules for 
discussion 
 
Facilitating: Starting the Meeting 
Lesson 3 
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Introductions 
Lesson 3 
• Introduce both farmers and visitors (FEAST Technical 
Team) 
• Introductions are important - getting to know focus group 
participants and earning trust is essential for success 
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Objectives for Discussion 
Lesson 3 
• Explain the purpose of meeting 
– Gather information on state of livestock & agriculture in the area 
– Identify problems and possible solutions related to livestock feed 
– Not going to solve all of the community’s problems in one 
meeting: findings / plans will be presented at a future date. 
• Explain process 
– Facilitator will ask questions to get conversation started 
– Farmers will discuss the questions and try to find consensus 
• Sometimes a vote will be required, or it will be clear that answer is not 
the same for everyone in community 
– Information will be used to develop strategies for improving 
livestock feed designed specifically for community 
• Explain potential long-term and short-term benefits of the 
FCD (without raising unreasonable expectations) 
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• Focus group discussion will 
take about 3 hours 
• 9 farmers will be asked to 
stay later to participate in 
one-on-one interviews 
– Each interview will take 
approximately 1 hour 
– Refreshments / dinner will be 
provided to farmers waiting to 
be interviewed 
 
Timetable 
Lesson 3 
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Ground Rules for Discussion 
Lesson 3 
• Show common courtesy to the rest of the group 
– Politely request that farmers silence / switch off mobile phones 
• Respect each others’ views even if you don’t agree 
• Allow people to talk when it is their turn / do not interrupt 
• People may see the same situation differently and not 
everyone’s situation is the same 
– Do not assume that someone is wrong or that their information  
is inaccurate 
– Ask questions and try to understand their point of view 
• When consensus is needed a vote may be taken 
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What is an appropriate 
response if a participant does 
not respect the ground rules? 
A. Ask participant to show 
others the same respect 
that they would have others 
show them (i.e., be polite, 
don’t interrupt) 
B. Assert your authority as 
lead facilitator 
C. Ask participant to leave the 
meeting 
D. Forbid the participant to 
speak for remainder of 
focus group discussion 
A. B. C. D.
25% 25%25%25%
Review Question #2 
Lesson 3 
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Enforcing Ground Rules 
Lesson 3 
Methods for dealing with disruptive participants include: 
• Preface remarks with a compliment 
– “Everyone has shared some very good insights, however we have 
many other topics to discuss, so let’s move on to…” 
• Remind participants that ground rules exist to benefit 
everyone, and when it is their turn others will be expected 
to show them the same respect 
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• Start by asking question 
from discussion guide 
• Allow farmers to debate 
responses and reach 
consensus 
• Ask follow-up questions to 
clarify answers and gather 
additional information 
• Keep discussion on topic / 
on schedule 
• Help resolve any conflicts  
that may arise 
Facilitating Discussions 
Lesson 3 
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• Focus Group Discussion 
Guide is among the forms 
included in the FEAST Tool. 
• Print out before the 
discussion and give to each 
team member (plus a few 
extras) 
• Used as a reference and to 
record answers 
 
Focus Group Discussion Guide 
Lesson 3 
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Focus Group Discussion Guide 
Lesson 3 
Preview of Focus Group Discussion Guide 
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Types of Questions 
Lesson 3 
• Open-Ended Questions 
– Intended to encourage conversation 
– No pre-determined response 
– Example: “What are some unique challenges for raising goats?”  
“What ideas do you have for improving irrigation?” 
• Closed Questions 
– Intended to collect more precise data 
– Limited range of expected responses (yes/no, a number, a list of 
items, etc.) 
– Example: “How many kilos of feed do your goats eat each day?”  
“Have you ever owned a buffalo?” 
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Follow-Up / Probing Questions 
Lesson 3 
• Follow-up / Probing questions 
– Typically asked after someone has given an answer to  
another question 
– Can be open-ended (to get more general information) or closed (to 
get specific information) 
– Can simply be a prompt for the participant to continue speaking 
• “Tell me more” 
• “Give an example” 
• Can use nonverbal cues (remain silent, nod, make quizzical face) 
• Prompted questions 
– Coaxing person to talk about issues that need to be covered but 
have not been discussed yet 
– Example: “That is a very good point about the price of eggs, but 
what about the price of milk?” 
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Discussion Question #3 
Lesson 3 
Discuss the following question with one or more of your fellow 
participants.  Be ready to share your thoughts with the class: 
• Ask a classmate an open-ended question (about anything), 
then follow up with a probing question to get additional 
information / clarification 
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Resolving Conflict 
Lesson 3 
• Differences of opinion are natural… 
• Debate is healthy…  
• But how can we encourage debate while avoiding 
arguments / conflict? 
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Discussions vs. Arguments 
Lesson 3 
• A discussion becomes an argument when people: 
– Become impolite 
– Start criticizing each other, personally 
– Stop listening and simply repeat their opinion 
• Consequences might include: 
– Going off topic 
– Making others feel uncomfortable about sharing their views 
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If conflicts arise: 
– Remain neutral.  Do not 
contradict anyone’s statements, 
even if they seem wrong 
– Ask questions to clarify each 
party’s position, and try to find 
points of agreement 
– If conflict is over a minor issue, 
say it can be discussed more 
later and move on 
– Invite other participants to share 
their point of view, without 
asking them to take sides 
 
– Keep discussion focused on 
personal experiences, and point 
out that people can experience 
the same situation differently 
 
Conflict Resolution Techniques 
Lesson 3 
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Discussion Question #4 
Lesson 3 
Discuss the following question with one or more of your fellow 
participants.  Be ready to share your thoughts with the class: 
• In the area where you will be working, what would be 
considered a polite, effective and socially acceptable way to 
resolve conflicts? 
• Have you ever been in a situation where you tried to resolve 
a conflict or argument between other people?  What was 
the result? 
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Activity 3.1: Mock Focus Group Discussion 
Lesson 3 
Complete Activity 3.1: Mock Focus Group Discussion 
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Which of the following 
situations are open-ended 
questions best suited for? 
A. When you need an exact 
number (e.g., “How many 
pigs do you own?”) 
B. When you want a simple 
yes / no answer 
C. When you want the 
respondent to share their 
personal thoughts in detail 
D. When you want to make 
sure the respondent knows 
the correct answer A. B. C. D.
0% 0%0%0%
Review Question #3 
Lesson 3 
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Which of the following is one of 
the suggested ground rules for 
the focus group discussion? 
A. When there is a 
disagreement, the facilitator 
will decide the final answer 
B. Respect each others’ 
views, even when you don’t 
agree 
C. All farmers have to agree 
on every answer 
D. Every answer will be 
decided by a vote 
A. B. C. D.
0% 0%0%0%
Review Question #4 
Lesson 3 
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Lesson Objectives 
Lesson 3 
You should now be able to: 
• Schedule and make preparations for a focus group 
discussion 
• Lead farmers in a discussion of livestock feed related issues 
based on the Focus Group Discussion Guide 
• Use open-ended questions and follow-up / probing 
questions to gather information 
• Make sure that ground rules are observed and all 
participants get a chance to contribute 
• Keep the discussion on topic and resolve disputes 
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Questions? 
